
  
 
 
 
 

TESSA BLUE 

by Jacob Beaver 

 

My mother died a year ago, while looking into my eyes. 

A few days after her death, my sister and I wrote a notice for The Times. We said 

that Tessa Beaver, artist, of Leamington Spa, had died peacefully, surrounded by her 

family, aged 86. That was true enough, I thought. It’ll do. But it won’t do. Now I regret 

that notice and hope to make up for it. “It is important to draw what I actually see,” my 

mother once wrote. I want to remember her as she was, as I actually saw her. 

My mother did die surrounded by her family, but she did not die peacefully. The 

truth is, my mother wanted to die. She had wanted to die for some time. Her reason, to 

quote a favorite phrase from the Book of Job, was that “my purposes are broken off.” In 

that sense, it was a sad death. In another sense, though, it was a perfect death, because my 

mother was the one who broke her purposes. She dedicated herself to discovering and 
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then fulfilling her purposes, thereby letting them go, which is to say that she led the life 

of an artist, a successful artist. In the end, without purpose, she was free—free to die. 

# 

My first memory of my mother is in a street in Islington, London. I must have been three, 

which makes it 1967. I’m looking at my reflection in a hubcap and my mother is behind 

me, talking to someone, probably my father. My mother and father talked all the time. 

Often they laughed. Whenever I am in Islington, which is rare these days, I get a surge of 

happiness. There is something about the yellow brick, the low garden walls. It makes me 

feel safe, at ease, ready for joy. 

Another early memory of my mother is in the back garden, crouching together. 

There is a white board in front of us, propped against a wheelbarrow, and at our feet are 

glass jars full of bright colors. We are both holding brushes. The brushes are pointed, like 

pencils, and they work like pencils, making pictures. What are these pictures? Yellow-

brick houses? Cars with shiny hubcaps? Mummy and Daddy and little Jaco? I don’t 

know, can’t remember. What I do know is that we are concentrating. We’re being 

serious. But we are also smiling, enjoying ourselves. We’re having fun. The fun is inside 

the seriousness, or perhaps the seriousness is inside the fun. Like playing. Yes, it’s just 

like playing, except we don’t call it playing. This is painting. 

My memories start to sharpen after my fourth birthday, which was photographed, 

so I can’t be sure whether I remember the photos or the event itself. Anyway, there were 

candles and new friends. We had just moved to Leamington Spa, a small town in the 

Midlands, and my father was now a lecturer at Warwick University. A lecturer is 

someone who talks a lot, which meant that my mother had to shut up and listen a lot, or 
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so it seemed to me. But she was happy to listen, mostly. My mother loved our new house. 

It had been designed by Hidalgo Moya only 12 years before, and would have looked 

handsome perched on a bend in the road in sunny Beverly Hills. In rainy old England, 

among the cracked Regency facades and prim suburbia of Leamington, the house seemed 

more like a hallucination than a home. As my father used to say, “It’s like living in a Ben 

Nicholson painting.” 

Of course, Ben Nicholson meant nothing to me. What I knew was what I saw: a 

long white corridor with little rooms on both sides and big rooms at the ends, windows to 

the ceiling, a long green lawn and great spreading trees. The horizon was an old brick 

wall topped with concrete globes, like cannon balls, beyond which lay the unknown 

world. 

Did I grow up in some kind of sanatorium? If I make it sound so, that’s because 

the house had the esthetics of a modern hospital: cool minimalism within and greenery 

without. To put it another way, the house was interesting—some might say puzzling, or 

even disturbing—but not inviting. (Moya co-designed the Skylon at 1951’s Festival of 

Britain, which got a similar response.) Comfort was the last thing on the architect’s mind, 

which is interesting in itself, since he designed the house for his aging mother. Anyhow, 

my parents had a problem, which they solved by hanging pictures, my mother’s pictures. 

They are large oil paintings on hardboard. “South Africa” is stamped faintly on 

the backs of them, evoking a bygone colonial era. My mother painted these pictures at a 

Quaker school in western Kenya, where my father taught English for two years, and 

where I was born. She once told me that going to Africa woke her up as an artist. What 

she saw there was magical to her, and to her alone, because no one else saw it. No one 
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else at the school painted. There were no painters for miles around. She was free from 

influence for the first time in her life, and free of London too, and her wartime childhood 

and tightknit family, free of it all—and that freedom is reflected in what she did with it. 

In the best of the pictures, the ones that came last and are highly stylized, there is a 

playful tension between the immediacy of the subject—figures standing beneath a vast 

blue sky—and the artifice of the surface patterning, which suggests cracks or breaks, as if 

the paintings were done on glass and then dropped. Cézanne would have liked them, I 

think. He’d have understood immediately what he was looking at: the happiness of 

Africa, and of painting Africa, and of simply standing beneath a vast blue sky. 

Those pictures are the wallpaper of my mind, the original wallpaper. I can’t 

separate them from memories of my parents. I think of humped zebu cattle and I see my 

mother in the kitchen, tall and angular, her hair a cloud of dark curls, flip-flops clacking 

on the white linoleum. I think of Bukusu herdboys and I see my father on the green sofa, 

long legs crossed, bearded face upturned, his head nodding slightly in time with his 

thoughts. Or I think of women making pots, or scarlet mirembe trees, and I’m back on the 

floor in the “kitchenette,” the warmest spot in the house (which was heated from below, 

like a Roman villa), watching my mother turn the wheel of her printing press. The press 

is cast iron and reminds me of a train—the heavy springs, the greasy metal. Now my 

mother lifts the paper away from the woodcut, holds it up, lays it down, runs her roller 

through the ink and starts on the next print, all the while humming “The Skye Boat 

Song.” 

It has just occurred to me that “Over the Sea to Skye,” as the song is also known, 

may be the lullaby that rocked me to sleep as a baby. My father would burst into song 
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occasionally—he liked jolly stuff from the 1920s—but my mother only ever hummed, or 

sang under her breath, and it was almost always the same thing, that lament for Bonnie 

Prince Charlie escaping across the waves. To this day, when I’m sick or sad, or my life 

just isn’t going well, I’ll hum the tune to myself and feel my aches float away, over the 

sea to Skye. 

Into the kitchenette, one winter day, came my sister. That’s how I remember it. 

There had been no signs of her coming, no talk of a baby. Suddenly here she was, on the 

counter top, looking down at me as my mother, our mother, changed her diaper. Her 

name was Abi, and she was a miracle. I understood this from my parents’ behavior, and 

perhaps I also sensed it somehow, as I had earlier sensed something bad about my 

mother. (She had a string of miscarriages, after which she never got pregnant again.) Abi 

certainly looked like a miracle, especially as she grew. I have some faded photos of her in 

the garden, making “tea” from magnolia petals, her eyes narrowed with laughter, hair 

golden in the sun. One of the photos shows me in my cowboy costume, drinking 

magnolia tea and twirling a pistol. 

These photos are from the first of two albums that my mother made much later, 

and duplicated for me and Abi. The next page of the album shows us all in Amherst, 

Massachusetts, where my father was on sabbatical writing a book (never completed), and 

my mother was collecting material for images to come (many completed). The following 

pages return us to Leamington for more of the same: picnics under the cherry tree in the 

garden, building snowmen, playing tag with our cousins, and so on, and so on, and … I 

turn the last page, close the album. Why do I ever look at it? To be reassured, I suppose. 

It’s nice to know that these children are still here, between the covers, and though they 
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are now lit by a fading sun, they’re doing what they always did, making magnolia tea and 

twirling pistols, unaware of the fact that there is a second album. 

I was on the cusp of 16 when I had a serious conversation with my father in the 

rose garden. Why we were there I don’t know, since it was winter. The rose garden was a 

square of earth that had been dug out below our bedroom windows, with a sloping 

walkway around the edge, and in summer it was full of red roses. Perhaps my father was 

doing some pruning. That seems unlikely—not his thing—but there we stood anyhow, in 

a pit of thorns. My father said that he and my mother were separating. He gave the usual 

reasons, I imagine, and explained what would happen, but I didn’t take it in. It wasn’t that 

I was in shock. If anything, I was shocked not to be shocked. I felt as if I’d seen this 

coming, although I hadn’t. I even welcomed the news in a dark way, as if it made sense, 

although it didn’t. When my father stopped talking I asked a few questions, calm as could 

be, as if I was ready for whatever came next, although I wasn’t. 

# 

My parents’ break-up, like most break-ups, was both complicated and, in the end, very 

simple: he was gay. 

My mother and sister and I moved to a row house on the other side of town. She’d 

bought it on the quiet, with inherited money, before my father could stop her. He was 

enraged, as he was by all the little betrayals that made up her great betrayal—leaving 

him. But here we were, walking the freshly sanded floors, and my father was now a 

figure on the doorstep. I felt sorry for him, sometimes, and I still do. Despite all his 

bluster, my father was lost without my mother. He was younger than I am now, and 

trying to do his best, and failing badly. 
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Next to our house was an identical house, also with sanded floors but without a 

kitchen. This was my mother’s studio. She had got it cheap a few years before, installed a 

big press and begun making etchings, and money. All of a sudden, my mother had a 

business. She’d been discovered by several firms in London, who sold original prints to 

offices and banks, even TV studios. (Watching a commercial once, I spotted a Tessa 

Beaver.) Her still lifes proved popular—dried honesty, papyrus, Chinese lanterns—and 

she followed those with a series of New England trees. Soon she was employing another 

printmaker. She employed me too, once or twice, and it was hard work, lots of lifting and 

wiping. I say that with a certain pride. The techniques and tools of etching go back to 

Rembrandt. But it’s all over now. With the rise of the digital image (and so of conceptual 

art), etching has disappeared from art colleges—the acid too dangerous, the copper too 

expensive. So another tradition succumbs to digital technology, and that sense of the 

artifact, of human touch, fades further from our lives. 

Everything I’ve just described, the busy studio, our raw new home, my father’s 

emotional appearances—all this I saw at a distance, partly because I was often out of the 

house, but mostly because I was stoned. When I wasn’t stoned I was either asleep or, 

occasionally, at school. My sister’s recall is better. She says that our mother was usually 

absent. After supper she’d disappear into her studio, leaving us to our own devices, many 

of which caused things to spill or break, and led to fights when she reappeared. She said 

something similar herself. Once she remarked to my wife, quite casually, that bringing up 

children had got in her way. My wife was floored, but I wasn’t at all surprised. Not 

having children of my own, unlike my wife, I understood this remark perfectly. I 

remembered my mother telling a friend that during her most productive periods, she’d lie 
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awake at night and conjure up future etchings, the compositions and colors, until she got 

so sleepy that the images began to merge, revealing strange possibilities and new levels 

of complexity … 

Meanwhile my father sold our old house and began a roving life. Eventually he 

would become something akin to a character in a Conrad novel, travelling down lost 

rivers to the ends of the earth, places like Burma and Laos, from which my sister and I 

received incredible letters on tissue paper, full of stirring insights that bellied his heart of 

darkness. Or so I had to assume, or wanted to assume. I didn’t really know. I saw him 

less and less. 

When I did see my father, he made sardonic comments about my mother. On one 

of his fleeting visits, he gave me a photocopy of a poem by John Betjeman. The poem 

begins, “She died in the upstairs bedroom / By the light of the ev’ning star / That shone 

through the plate glass window / From over Leamington Spa.” 

My father meant, I am sure, to plant a seed in my mind. I never told him, but that 

seed sprouted and bloomed. Was my mother hopelessly provincial? Was she even a little 

like the lonely old lady behind the rolled-up window blinds—we had those blinds in 

every room—and the nurse who discovers the body, herself “half dead and half alive”? 

My mother was proud of growing up in arty Hampstead, but that merely proved my 

father’s point: as a true cosmopolitan, he regarded Hampstead as the definition of 

provincial. She was also proud of being a “selling artist,” of making a living with her art, 

but that too was a matter of perspective. You could say, as my father did, that she was a 

big fish in a small pond. 

He wasn’t entirely wrong. But he was far from right, as time would tell. And, 
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gradually, he softened towards my mother, as she did towards him. The first sign of 

softening came a year or so after my father left Leamington. One day he turned up on the 

doorstep and told my mother that our old house was being torn down. He hadn’t gone to 

look, but that was what he’d heard. Apparently the young couple who bought it—and 

said they loved it—had sold the land to developers. I wasn’t there and neither was my 

sister, but I know that when my father got the news, he came running. I just know it. I 

also know that my mother and father embraced on the doorstep. As the child of divorced 

parents, you learn to see both sides of things, and you learn, too, that once in a while, if 

you look deeply enough, you’ll find that both sides are in mysterious accord. 

My mother walked across town with her camera, to take some last photos of the 

house. Halfway up the street, on a light pole, was a small notice. It had been posted only 

a few weeks before. The notice alerted neighbors of a proposal to erect an apartment 

building on the site of the Moya house and its garden. My mother walked another 50 

yards and stopped. 

The house was gone. 

Part of one wall was still standing, she would later write. “The rest of it had been 

reduced to piles of bricks and slates, and—a heartbreaking moment—a stack of logs 

where the cherry tree had stood. I don’t think I wept. It was too big for tears.” 

# 

Cornwall in spring. The sky is bright and the air smells of seaweed. We’re eating crab 

sandwiches outside a cafe by the water. Mum talks about the sweetness of crab, the blue 

of the waves, the goodness in light. She shakes her head. Catholics! She doesn’t get this 

obsession with blood. An artist sees light. Have I read Rumi? He was a Sufi poet. The 
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new translation is best. She tries to go slowly, one poem at a time. First thing in the 

morning, with the light. Oh, the light. Isn’t it wonderful? 

I was tired. I’d just written a long computer manual, to pay my rent in London. 

More importantly—so I thought then—I was in the middle of a long novel about a 30-

year-old Londoner who wrote computer manuals to pay the rent. I wasn’t giving much 

attention to wave color or Rumi the Sufi, or whatever. But the crab sandwiches were 

great. We washed them down with tea and headed back to the car, up a steep road 

between tufts of yellow gorse. The reason I remember this road, and the flowering gorse, 

and the crab sandwiches too, is that my mind snapped to attention. My mother started 

breathing fast. Then she put a hand on my shoulder. She gripped me hard, tipped back 

and gazed upwards. I said something but she didn’t reply. She just gripped and gazed, as 

if the light had become too wonderful, as if the wonder was blinding. 

There was a leak in her aorta. The valve was misshapen, my mother was told. 

That summer she had open-heart surgery, and morphine, which caused her to “pass 

through many colors.” She said this weakly in a hospital bed, and although she was soon 

back at home, she never did fully recover from the operation. 

My mother was then 63, and her life began to change. She’d been teaching in the 

art department of a local college, but she decided that the job depleted her energy. She 

also sold her printing press. Her last major exhibition of those years, at Warwick 

University, was of paintings. It was called No Woman, No Man. My father turned up at 

the opening, with a white beard and sad eyes. He didn’t talk long to my mother, but he 

looked carefully at her paintings. He had always been her warmest and wisest critic, and I 

was taken aback by his reaction to the images. Most were of faces, or perhaps masks. 
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They seemed asexual, expressionless, and were covered in dribbles – tears or blood? I 

didn’t much like them, but my father loathed them. He seemed somehow hurt and yet 

triumphant, as if he were finally vindicated. I’ve often wondered what my father saw in 

those images, partly because he didn’t care to explain himself. It was something between 

the two of them, and he took it to his grave. A year later my father dropped dead in a 

London hotel, leaving a suitcase and many more open questions. 

She kept working, though. She never stopped working. Whenever I went home, 

my mother would show me her latest raku pots, or drawings of vegetables for her next 

cookbook, or charcoal sketches of trees, or woodcuts developed from the sketches. 

(Woodcuts can be printed without a press, by using a Japanese baren or the back of a 

spoon.) She liked to have several projects on the go. Even at the height of her commercial 

success, when she’d produced editions of 150 etchings, she found time to make other 

things: huge abstract images, often based on shadows, which lay stacked all over the 

studio. I took no notice of these old stacks, and little more notice of the new ones. It’s not 

that my mother’s work didn’t interest me, but that it didn’t require my interest, like the 

weather that day. Whether it was sunny or rainy, and however I felt about it, there’d be 

more weather tomorrow. She never stopped working. 

And because she was working, she kept the world at bay. In her later years she 

seldom left the house, unless she had to go shopping or have a blood test. The only 

exception was her weekly Quaker meeting, where she would sit in silence with other 

Friends until someone felt moved to speak. My mother didn’t see the joke in this: her one 

social activity didn’t qualify as an activity, and was at best asocial—Quakers frown on 

dialogue in a meeting. Anyway, my mother became increasingly dependent on Abi and 
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me. We provided some buzz in the house, and a reason to go elsewhere. Often we’d take 

a trip. Once I drove my mother to the Isle of Skye—crossing by the old ferry, over the sea 

to Skye—but usually we went out for the day, to find a medieval church or an ancient 

yew tree, ideally both. I can’t now distinguish all those days, apart from one, the day my 

mother laughed. 

We were sitting on a bench outside a small church in Herefordshire. It might have 

been summer, but the sky was cloudy. We had a thermos of tea and “egg pittas.” My 

mother always prepared the same lunch: egg salad in toasted white pitta bread. Sounds 

simple, but I can’t reproduce it—the taste of home, gone forever. As we were eating, a 

wedding party arrived. The groom looked a bit like Hugh Grant, both foppish and 

disheveled, and had the actor’s inarticulate charm. He made some inarticulate joke to my 

mother and she burbled with laughter. My mother laughed quite rarely, except at 

Christmas, it being a special occasion, the family all together, but that day she let herself 

go. She just dissolved, like those “gushy” women she hated, and I laughed too. As in a 

movie, the sun came out at that moment, the reluctant English sun, and shone gently 

down on the old church and the wedding party and the couple on the bench, mother and 

son, her with tears in her eyes and egg on her lap. 

Why do I say this? Because the moment is gone forever, like the taste of my 

mother’s egg pittas. And like those egg pittas, it sounds simple, too simple, and I can’t 

reproduce it exactly. But it’s home to me. When I think of home, this is where I am: 

outside an old church, in the English sun, with my mother laughing. 

Her most cherished phrases were “quiet time” and “very companionable.” After 

one of our days out together, being companionable, she would insist on a stretch of quiet 
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time. This meant reading (anything from Ralph Waldo Emerson to John le Carré), 

watching films (Ozu, Bergman, Pasolini) or listening to Bach’s cello suites (unless I 

insisted on something else, for God’s sake). Quiet time ended at seven o’clock, precisely, 

when we ate supper. 

The longest conversations I had with my mother were at her kitchen table. 

Usually we talked all through supper and beyond, about my life in London—later, in 

America—and her life in reading, writing, and of course, art. She listened closely, and 

spoke with care, avoiding superfluous details and hoping I did too. Rambling reports 

about so-and-so bored her. That was merely news of the world. She wanted to hear news 

of the self, and was ready with all her news, or almost all. There was one subject we 

didn’t discuss. She never mentioned boyfriends (or girlfriends). I could say more but I’d 

be guessing, so I won’t discuss it now. 

# 

As the train pulled into Leamington Spa, a blur of suburbia giving way to the familiar 

skyline of steeples and rooftops, I thought of that Betjeman poem. “Do you know that the 

stucco is peeling? / Do you know that the heart will stop? / From those yellow Italianate 

arches / Do you hear the plaster drop?” 

Outside the station, I lit a cigarette and raised the handle of my suitcase—the 

suitcase I’d inherited from my father 16 years earlier. Already old when he died, this 

battered blue suitcase had survived countless trips to my mother’s house, first from 

London and now from Tennessee. The roughest leg of the journey was the last, across the 

cobbles and paving stones of south Leamington. One wheel of the suitcase caught at each 

turn, with a loud click, marking the tempo of my approach. 
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Same old suitcase, same old cigarette. 

At the last corner I paused and dropped the cigarette, as I always did. But my 

routine ended here. I didn’t know what to expect, how to feel, when I walked around the 

corner and entered the house. My mother wouldn’t be there. She hadn’t been there, or 

anywhere, for six months. 

The house was cold. My sister had turned the heating down, by agreement. She 

was due to arrive next day, and we planned to start emptying the place. I went upstairs to 

the kitchen and filled the kettle. Everything was as we’d left it after the funeral: terracotta 

table mats, pill containers, glasses case, chipped fruit bowl. While the kettle boiled, I 

drifted from room to room, as if looking for something. Soon I was back in the kitchen, 

still wearing my jacket, suitcase in the hall. It occurred to me that I could leave, right 

now. I pictured myself in a hotel, phoning Abi. Why stay here tonight? The house seemed 

so dank and shoddy. 

Then came a revelation. It was like the moment in a horror movie when the story 

turns upside down. Suddenly the heroine perceives the true meaning of her situation, and 

then the lights go out. 

I realized that the house always had been dank and shoddy, even when I was 

young. How had I not seen the warped floorboards, the bubbling plaster, the torn paper 

lanterns? The power of my mother’s presence diminished all else. Her welcome and her 

warmth blanketed me. She could have lived under a bridge and I’d have been happy to 

visit her. Without my mother, the house was what it was—a house. 

Eventually I made coffee, turned up the heating, sat down. I took my usual seat, 

opposite my mother’s chair. A first edition of T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets lay on the 
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table—at the graveside, my sister had read some lines chosen by an aunt. I don’t think I 

moved the book. I don’t think I touched my coffee either. I think I just sat and stared 

across the table, sat and stared. In my beginning is my end. In my end is my beginning. 

We started with our mother’s bedroom. Abi went through the clothes while I 

attacked the desk. It was piled with manuscripts, abandoned manuscripts. Writing at 

length frustrated my mother. She blamed the war, which had disrupted her early 

schooling. Only at the end of her life did she manage a short book, an autobiography 

titled The Need to Make. It was included in the catalogue of her last exhibition, held at 

Leamington’s museum in 2014. This retrospective was the happy idea of Simon Kirby, 

an art dealer and friend of mine, who had walked into my mother’s studio one day and 

noticed something—all the stacks of prints I didn’t notice. He started looking through 

them. “Tessa, where did you show these?” he asked. The answer was, nowhere. Half the 

pictures in her studio—30 years of work, work, work—had never left those rooms. 

Abi held out a brown envelope. We looked at each other, and I took the envelope. 

It was small, unmarked, not sealed. I raised my eyebrows and she flinched. 

Our parents rarely asked about each other. Even when they did, our replies made 

little impact. There was too much history, I suppose. Our mother, especially, harbored 

grievances. So we were both amazed when Mum went to look at Dad in his coffin. The 

funeral parlor was in Camden, about a mile from their first house in Islington. She went 

alone, and was probably the last person to see his face. Afterwards she told us that she’d 

taken a photograph and put it in an envelope in her bedroom. 

I had never wanted to see this photo, and I still didn’t—or maybe I did. Yes, I did, 

because I opened the envelope. 
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Abi turned away. 

# 

A few months later I was back in Leamington, alone. Abi and I had just finished clearing 

the house, and she’d gone home for the weekend. It was a warm spring morning. I wrote 

some emails, texted my wife, talked to the neighbor’s cats—anything to avoid what I 

ought to be doing. Finally the cats stalked off and I opened the door to my mother’s 

studio. Standing at the threshold, I thought of something Bob Dylan said. “I have always 

admired people who have left behind them an incomprehensible mess.” 

The first thing I looked at was a sheet of paper that lay on the table where my 

mother cut woodblocks. She had sketched a few words in pencil, and then walked away 

and never returned. Making images out of words was a recurrent obsession. Over the 

years she’d experimented with old English nouns, names of bombed cities, phrases from 

Job and Ecclesiastes. The lettering in these prints was as bold and upright as her signature 

beneath them. It didn’t look like this, shaky, sloping, incomplete. 

MY PURPOSES ARE BRO 

Propped below one window was a portfolio, bound in dark cloth. It was almost 

the size of the window, and it was old—much older than my mother. Inside it were 

watercolors by her father, her mother’s father, and dear Uncle Tony who died in the war. 

Painting watercolors was a family tradition, going all the way back to my great-great-

great-great-grandfather Francis Nicholson, once known as “the father of English 

watercolor.” 

My mother’s early watercolors lay here and there. They were of Welsh farms and 

Italian hillsides, drawn delicately in pencil and washed with color. I’d seen them before, 
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or pictures just like them in that portfolio. But then I spotted something I’d never seen. It 

was a small woodcut of the sea, dated January 1962, three years before I was born. The 

simplicity of the design and coloring—blue waves, blue rocks, white clouds—reminded 

me of Japanese ukiyo-e prints, those “pictures of the fleeting world” that inspired Van 

Gogh and Cézanne. 

Here is my mother, I thought. I recognized her immediately. She wasn’t quite 

herself yet, but she was close to discovering who she could become, and then would 

become. 

I started looking around with more purpose, retrieving some things and discarding 

others. As I moved from room to room, and morning turned to afternoon, I came to see 

that my mother was now present, was now herself, absolutely herself, in a way she never 

had been in life. We are all products of our time, and our time comes and goes. But the 

best of my mother hadn’t gone. She had managed to elude time. What she called “my 

serious work,” her largest images on paper and in oils, of shadows in the garden of the 

Moya house, and the weeping beech tree next door, and crows scattering like shadows, 

and empty beaches and derelict buildings, and the dark shapes of crows or shadows or 

simply, or not so simply, of scatterings, of things falling apart or breaking free—these 

images, these pictures of the fleeting world, are as timeless as a tree in winter, as sand 

and waves, as shadows and crows. 

Here is my mother. 

# 

At the funeral service, an old friend of my mother’s, Iain Smith, spoke about his many 

memories of conversations with Tessa, and he said something that surprised me. They 
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had once talked about a particular shade of Prussian blue which they both liked, and 

which he now thought of as “Tessa blue.” I’d never heard of Prussian blue. However, I 

knew exactly what Iain had in mind: a pale, greyish blue that appears in many of my 

mother’s pictures, and that also appeared on her—her T-shirts, scarves, kitchen aprons. 

After the funeral, back in Tennessee, I read about Prussian blue. Originally a European 

pigment, it was exported to Japan in the early 19th century, where it was taken up by 

Hokusai in his famous woodblock series 36 Views of Mount Fuji. 

All this flashed through my mind one morning in Leamington, as Abi and I were 

packing up the studio. Abi had found a woodcut that was new to us both. There was only 

one copy, in the top of the plan chest that our mother called “the archive.” It showed a 

heron standing against inked wood grain, like ripples of water, and the breast of the heron 

was blue—Prussian blue. This was, we realized, the last print she made. Three years 

before, she’d given me a similar woodcut of a heron, in black and white, after which she 

stopped going into her studio, or so I’d thought. 

Later that day, having emptied the house and studio, we took a stroll in the park. 

It’s very close to the house, across a footbridge over the River Leam. My mother had 

threatened to load her pockets with stones, like Virginia Woolf, and walk into the river. 

Her life was “dust and ashes,” she said. I told her to be nicer to people. If only she were 

more tolerant of everyday conversation, of news of the world, she wouldn’t be so lonely. 

As always, though, my mother kept the world at bay, so she could work—but she had no 

work to do. She’d done it all. 

As we crossed the river, Abi noticed a heron standing at the water’s edge. It was 

completely still, as if transfixed. Was this the heron in the woodcuts? I remembered my 
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mother saying that she could totter to the park. I also remembered her saying that whole 

days just seemed to float by, while she sat on the sofa and gazed out the window at the 

sky. 

We leaned on a railing and watched the heron, as children skipped past with ice 

creams, and then something hit me: my mother’s eyes were Prussian blue. 

I thought of her in the hospital, eyes wide with terror—Prussian blue. She’d been 

so confused that day. She had no idea where she was. When Abi and I walked into the 

ward, she called to us like a little girl. “Oh, you found me! You found me!” A week later 

she was rushed to the cardiac unit, where we sat on either side of the bed, and were soon 

joined by an uncle and aunt. 

My mother’s eyes were closed and her breath came in sobs. She kept thrashing 

one arm, and Abi had to hold her hand. A nurse came with morphine. I was holding my 

mother’s other hand, and I felt her relax. She began to breathe quietly. I told her to rest, 

just rest. Then she turned her head and opened her eyes. 

# 

I could have ended this piece of writing with my mother’s eyes at death. That was where 

I began. But I began, too, by saying that I wanted to remember my mother as she was, 

meaning also for who she was, and my mother at death is an image of who she was not. 

So I will add a last image. 

The day I went into my mother’s studio alone, and looked around me at an ocean 

of paper—an ocean tossed by long-forgotten storms of enthusiasm—I happened to glance 

at a window sill, and what I saw, what I actually saw, was a sheep’s skull, dried seaweed, 

several big stones, two twisted chunks of driftwood, a scrap of paper which said “Nature 
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is the symbol of spirit,” and a glass jar full of pencils, all sharpened with a penknife, 

awaiting their moment. 

Here is my mother, Tessa Beaver, artist, of Leamington Spa, who died surrounded 

by her family, aged 86. 


